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Story-telling and policy making: the construction of
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This paper is a study of the politics of policy making within the context of Australian university entrance
policy. It argues that policy making is more concerned with the social construction of policy problems than
with their resolution and that in this respect the problem-solving image of policy making is flawed.
Additionally, the paper explores the ways in which policy problems are constructed and how competing
stories are resolved within policy making. The paper concludes that in this case such stories of university
entrance were absorbed within the government's agenda for reform through the use of participative
processes restricted to the consideration of best solutions rather than particular problems.
The popular view of policy making is analogous to the structure of narratives or fantasies
that begin 'Once upon a t ime.. . ' . When the tale's tranquillity is interrupted by some
complication, the story becomes a search for a resolution to the complications of
protagonists, which when solved lead to a 'happy ever after'. Rein (1983) refers to this
popular and mythical view as the 'problem-solving image' (p. 21) of policy making; a
public image or view of 'government as a solver of social problems' (Schon 1979:261).
According to Schon (1979), this perspective of policy and of government policy making:
. . . directs our attention, first of all, to the search for solutions. The problems themselves are generally assumed to
be given. Thus, it is assumed that we know, or can easily voice, the problems.. .but that we cannot yet solve
them. The task is to find solutions to known problems, (pp. 260-261)
The effect of this perspective is a concentration by policy makers on finding the right
solution and little focus on understanding the problem. However, this paper seeks to
make problematic, through a consideration of university entrance policy in Queensland,
Australia, the given or taken-for-granted nature of policy problems. Such consideration
seeks to identify the construction of problems as discourse formation, as a first step in the
policy process located within Bowe, Ball and Gold's (1992) context of influence. As they
suggest:
It is here that policy discourses are constructed. It is here that interested parties struggle to influence the definition
and social purposes of education, what it means to be educated. (Bowe and Ball, with Gold 1992:19)
The paper also argues that the preoccupation with policy as problem solving attempts to
take policy making out of the realm of politics and into the realm of techniques in order to
avoid conflict between differing values. The context of policy making then becomes one of
the text production, denying influence to all but the few who have brought about its
'capture' (Bowe et ah 1992). Such arguments are preceded by a short story of the context
in which Queensland university entrance in the 1980s became a problem for policy
resolution.
In exploring the construction of policy problems, this paper draws on policy texts,
documents and interviews conducted with significant individuals associated with The
0268-0939/94 $10.00 © 1994 Taylor & Francis Ltd.
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Review of Tertiary Entrance in Queensland. The informants included Professors Viviani and
Wiltshire, and two other members of the review's 21-member Reference Committee -
itself representative of academics, teachers, principals, parents, non-government schooling,
universities, the Queensland Board of Senior Secondary School Studies, as well as
Queensland Government Departments of Education, and of Employment, Vocational
Education, Training and Industrial Relations. Viviani and Wiltshire, both academics
although political scientists rather than educationists, were appointed by the Queensland
Government as the reviewer of Queensland tertiary entrance and the Chair of the review's
Reference Committee respectively.
Once upon a t ime . . .
Australian public universities, with the exception of those within the Australian Capital
Territory, were initially conceived within the legislative and financial domains of their
respective colonial and then state governments. However, federal financial involvement in
university affairs began in the mid-1940s, amid the crisis of world war and after the states
had relinquished to the Commonwealth the right to collect income and business taxes.
What began as supplementary financial support to universities by the Commonwealth
culminated in 1974 with an official agreement between the federal and state governments
that the former would assume the primary responsibility for .financing the country's
universities. Legislative responsibility for universities, including university entrance
policy, was none the less retained by the states.
Initially universities themselves were given the task by their state governments of
determining which students were eligible for entry into their courses. Entry was
predominantly on the basis of satisfactory levels of attainment on university-determined
public examinations (Gale in press) which were also adopted by secondary schools in the
assessment of their senior students. However, following the report Public Examinations for
Queensland Secondary School Students (Radford 1970), Queensland abolished public
examinations in its secondary school system. From that time a variety of school-based
assessments have been utilized, combined with a standardized aptitude test to ensure
comparability between schools across the state (see Lingard 1990). This school-based
assessment has been overseen by a quasi-autonomous board, known most recently as the
Board of Senior Secondary School Studies (the Board), which is also responsible for
producing a ranking, until recently known as the Tertiary Entrance Score (TE Score), of
Year 12 students seeking entry into university.
The TE Score, in the early 1970s, offered to the Queensland Department of Education
and to the Board the prospect of significantly reducing university influence over
curriculum and assessment in Queensland secondary schooling. With such influence
reduced, curriculum and assessment suited to the needs and aspirations of a growing body
of secondary students not bound for university was anticipated. At the same time the TE
Score afforded Queensland universities the prospect of counteracting the perceived
variation between schools of students grades and the ability to match the number of
students selected with the number of students desired through the use of cut-off scores.
This solution to the problems of university entrance in Queensland was short lived.
Despite assurances from the Board which administered the system, many secondary
students, their parents and others began to complain in the late 1970s and early 1980s that
the TE Score was unfairly restricting access to university. In an attempt to resolve these
new problems the University of Queensland produced a report on the issue in 1983, while
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the Board, encouraged by the Minister for Education, conducted its own lengthy review
which was published in 1987. Neither of these reports was implemented and the site of
university entrance remained unsettled.
As part of its election campaign in 1989, the Queensland branch of the Australian
Labor Party (Labor) promised the abolition of the TE Score. Following its election to
office, the newly established government appointed Professor Nancy Viviani, a professor
in international relations at the Australian National University, to review the state's
university entrance policy and make recommendations for a future system of selection of
prospective university students which would resolve the current problems. Significantly,
Viviani's appointment was as the sole reviewer, supported by a Reference Committee to
which she could defer. The new solution was published in 1990 as The Review of Tertiary
Entrance in Queensland (the Viviani Review).
Naming and framing the problem
In the period of unrest leading up to and including the Viviani Review, several accounts of
the problem with university entrance in Queensland were evident. Public opinion gauged
by Labor pre-election polling (ALP 1989), for example, was that the system was unfair: the
TE Score students received did not seem to reflect the levels of achievement awarded by
schools and this was denying able students the opportunity to enter university. Others,
such as the Department of Education, from which the Viviani Review's terms of reference
were derived, took the view that the university entrance system, as it was constructed,
had deleterious effects on senior secondary curriculum, sentiments perhaps echoing
Goodman's (1968) observation that 'he who examines, controls'. Queensland universities,
particularly the University of Queensland, were also concerned that the TE Score was a
poor indicator of student success at university studies.
From its perspective, the Queensland Government had its own view of the problem
with university entrance. In its Schools Policy (ALP 1989) Labor had indicated its concern
that too few Queenslanders were engaged in university study. Once in office, however,
the Government's perception of the problem was tempered by a perceived need to reach a
settlement in a problematic situation that had remained troublesome for some time and to
do so without undue delay.
Each of these stories of university entrance in Queensland, and the several others that
were voiced within and around the Review's Reference Committee, offered a particular
selection and ordering of the troublesome elements and events within an otherwise vague
and indeterminate 'problematic situation' (Dewey 1938). Troublesome events, such as the
apparent lack of correlation between the student performance achieved at schools and the
TE Scores allocated to these performances, were variously explained (and even excluded) by
the stories of differing interest groups. Schon (1979) describes this selection and ordering
of events within the policy cycle (Bowe et al. 1992) as a dual process involving the
'naming' and 'framing' of what appears as troublesome:
Together, the two processes... select for attention a few salient features and relations from what would otherwise
be an overwhelmingly complex reality. They give these elements a coherent organization, and they describe what
is wrong with the present situation in such a way as to set the direction for its future transformation. (Schon
1979:264-265)
Beilharz (1987) suggests that the organization of these elements in the construction of
policy problems is most often dualist. Such stories, he contends, rely on thinking that
falsely 'argues as though everything must bifurcate' (p. 391). These dualisms permeate our
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language and often animate social policy, describing social problems and prescribing their
solutions in language such as co-ordination/fragmentation (a dualism that Schon [1979]
sees as pervasive in stories about social services), male/female (Davies 1989), or more
generally x/not x (Clarke 1981). In dualist terms the problem with university entrance
was the lack of co-ordination amongst those responsible for the assessment and selection of
prospective university students (Viviani, interview, 8 March 1991). This perceived lack
prescribed its own solution: the imperative to supply what was missing.
According to Schon (1979), stories of social problems like the Government's story of
the fragmentation of university entrance policy in Queensland often depend upon
metaphors that lend credibility to ways of seeing relationships between apparently
unrelated elements. Metaphors can allow troublesome social policy to be seen as
'something like a vase that was once whole and now is broken' (Schon 1979:255), or as a
vehicle which has reached an 'impasse' in the road (Viviani, interview, 8 March 1991).
Metaphors can also provide direction for future action, for co-ordination to remedy
fragmented university entrance policy (Schon 1979), or the justification to 'break in' and
get the policy making process going again (Viviani, interview, 8 March 1991).
What enabled the Government's view of the problem to prevail, to find agreement
amongst the different interest groups and individuals involved, was in part due to its
incorporation of the stories of the other policy actors (Gale 1993). The differing and
seemingly oppositional other stories of university entrance problems were themselves
reframed within a description of a policy fragmented. Viviani's own metaphor of what
university entrance policy in Queensland might be, an image of a selection process that
promoted 'horses for courses' (Wiltshire, interview, D March 1991), appealed to the
prescription of co-ordination to remedy fragmentation. Whilst primarily directed at
arguing for student opportunities to specialize in areas of interest, Viviani's was a story
that tolerated differences of what seemed problematic whilst also encouraging movement
in university entrance policy formulation.
Incorporation of a variety of problem positions relied not only on a shared metaphor
but also on the language that was shared between the interest groups to tell their stories.
Initially the review's terms of reference, the official language of the problem, appeared to
many Reference Committee members to provide for only one point of view. However,
before the Review's commissioning, Viviani 'toned down' (interview, 8 March 1991) the
Department of Education wording of the terms of reference by making directive
statements indirect, widening and broadening the language and thereby providing for
other interpretations and possible outcomes.
Beilharz (1987) is critical of the utilization of this 'art of persuasion rather than proof,
of convincing an audience (often itself predisposed to the message via shared language)
rather than establishing a case' (p. 392). Popkewitz (1980) similarly talks of the use of
'slogans' to perform this task of bringing together competing views of the policy
problem. Here persuasive language or slogans operate to exclude policy making from
political argument by masking positions of value difference. It is a view similar to
Duncum's argument (in press) that visual images that evoke particular narratives 'can be
used to avoid... and evade confrontation' with deleterious effects on the practice of
democracy. What appears, then, as a shared language between interest groups operates to
'exclude certain voices from the policy process' (Bowe et al. 1992:8).
The restrictive nature of the Government's story of the problem with Queensland
university entrance was nowhere more evident than within the review's Reference
Committee process. As Chair of the committee, Wiltshire determined that there would
be six meetings and that they would be void of discussion about any new system of
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selection 'until we had a presentation from an expert on what principles or criteria should
apply' (Wiltshire, interview, 13 March 1991). Within this structure opportunities to tell
oppositional stories of the problem with university entrance were not as great as some in
the Reference Committee had hoped. From Wiltshire's perspective, however, 'there were
a lot of people who had the wrong information about the present system' (Wiltshire,
interview, 13 March 1991).
Clearly, participation in itself does not guarantee opportunities to influence, as
Wiltshire's structuring of the committee process illustrates. 'Language emerges here as a
technology of control; only some have the right to speak; in our context, the planners,
[and] the experts' (Beilharz 1987:392). Committee members, who had the wrong
information, had their prerogative to tell other stories of university entrance constrained
and replaced by those who had the right information. The strategy aimed to separate
politics from policy making, to move the setting of problems into the realm of the expert
and of techniques which were seemingly free of values; what Habermas (1984) describes as
communicative action giving way to strategic action. Using this strategy the Reference
Committee arrived at a collective view that the assessment of Queensland senior secondary
school students was the problem for this new university entrance policy to resolve
(Viviani, interview, 8 March 1991).
These restrictions should not, however, be taken to mean that members of the
Reference Committee had no voice at all. Indeed, Viviani consulted extensively with
interest groups and individuals from both within and outside the committee. Reference
Committee meetings, for example, were one such forum in which Viviani 'would literally
say to them, "This is the way I'm thinking, these are what seem to be the issues, and this
is the way I'm approaching them. Am I right or am I wrong?" (Wiltshire, interview, 13
March 1991). 'Horse trading' (Viviani, interview, 8 March 1991) in this way, Viviani was
able to incorporate competing stories and their initiating interest groups into the language
of the Government's new policy (Gale 1993).
However, such consultations, according to one Reference Committee member, were
primarily opportunities for the committee to react to, rather than to initiate, diagnoses of
and remedies for the university entrance condition. Viviani's (1900:153) spectrum of
possible solutions to the problem provided the Reference Committee with the
opportunity to indicate where they wanted to locate the assessment of Queensland
secondary students. The choice, nevertheless, was constrained by how the solutions were
presented to them. Considine (1988) notes similar arrangements in current corporate
planning exercises within Australia's public sector, where the rhetoric of participation is
evident, but 'the form and purpose of participation has been structured to reinforce the
instruments of control' (p. 22).
Conclusion
This particular story of the politics of problem construction is very different from the
problem-solving image of policy, often portrayed in social policy documents, which lays
claim to 'popular (and populist) commonsense and political reason' (Bowe et ah 1992: 20).
Rather it is a view of social policy making that gives centre stage to the contents over the
setting of problems (Schon 1979), and where the constructions of policy solutions are
understood as already constrained by the problems they seek to address.
With respect to Queensland university entrance policy, it can be seen that several
stories of its problematic nature were evidenced in the policy environment at the time of
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the Viviani Review, and that they were drawn from and formed around a particular
selection and ordering of elements and events that appeared as troublesome. More
importantly, this paper has delineated how these accounts of university entrance were
incorporated with the Queensland Government's agenda for reform, absorbed through
the use of participative processes restricted to the consideration of best solutions rather
than particular problems.
Here I have argued not that policy makers ought or ought not to be involved in the
construction of problems for policies to address, but that they are involved in this way and
that such involvement is often hidden by a preoccupation with the policy solution. It is a
view of policy making as an exercise in politics, engaged as it is with the struggle for
legitimacy amongst competing stories of the problem within the policy environment. As
Beilharz suggests, 'problems are not given but constructed, agendas are not self-evident but
are produced as though they were' (1987:389, italics in the original).
Acknowledgments
The author wishes to acknowledge the helpful comments of Bob Lingard concerning
earlier drafts of this paper.
References
AUSTRALIAN LABOR PARTY, QUEENSLAND BRANCH (1989) Labor's Education Blueprint: School's Policy, Part 1
of Labor's Education Policy for Queenslanders (Brisbane: ALP).
BEILHARZ, P. (1987) 'Reading politics: social theory and social policy', Australian and New Zealand Journal of
Sociology, 23(3), pp. 388-406.
BOWE, R. and BALL, S., with GOLD, A. (1992) Reforming Education and Changing Schools: Case Studies in
Policy Sociology (London: Routledge).
CLARKE, S. (1981) The Foundations of Structuralism (Brighton, UK: Harvester).
CONSIDINE, M. (1988) 'The costs of increased control: corporate management and Australian community
organisations', Australian Social Work, 41 (3), pp. 17-25.
DAVIES, B. (1989) Frogs and Snails and Feminist Tales: Preschool Children and Gender (St Leonards, NSW: Allen
& Unwin).
DEWEY, J. (1938) Logic: The Theory of Inquiry (New York: Holt).
DUNCUM, P. (in press) Beyond the Fine Art Ghetto: Why Visual Arts Are Important in Education (Geelong: Art
Ed Press).
GALE, T. C. (1993) 'Good politics or good management: the making of higher education entry policy in
Queensland', in M. Bella, J. McCollow and J. Knight (eds) Higher Education in Transition: Working
Papers of the Higher Education Policy Project (Brisbane: Graduate School of Education, University of
Queensland), pp. 66-77.
GALE, T. C. (in press) 'University entrance in Queensland: Post war challenges to the influence of the
University of Queensland', History of Education Review.
GOODMAN, R. (1968) Secondary Education in Queensland, 1860-1960 (Canberra: ANU Press).
HABERMAS, J. (1984) The Theory of Communicative Action (Boston, MA: Beacon).
LINGARD, R. (1990) 'Accountability and control: a sociological account of secondary school assessment in
Queensland', British Journal of Sociology of Education, 11(2), pp. 171-188.
POPKEWITZ, T. S. (1980) 'Global education as a slogan system', Curriculum Inquiry, 10(3), pp. 303-316.
RADFORD, W. C. (1970) Public Examinations for Queensland Secondary School Students (Brisbane: Department
of Education, Queensland).
REIN, M. (1983) From Policy to Practice (New York: Macmillan).
SCHÖN, D. A. (1979) 'Generative metaphor: a perspective on problem-setting in social policy', in A. Orton
(ed.) Metaphor and Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), pp. 254-283.
VIVIANI, N. (1990) The Review of Tertiary Entrance in Queensland (Brisbane: Department of Education,
Queensland).
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 2
3:1
6 1
1 J
un
e 2
01
2 
